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Essay 1
Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan
General Survey
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B. Introduction
Emerging from the traumatic devastation of World War II and the economic upheaval
that followed, artists in Japan and South Korea adopted similar creative strategies and addressed
parallel themes in their artistic responses to the postwar period. Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and
Japan brings together artists from the two nations—which share a complex socio-political
history—to introduce a new lens through which to understand contemporary East Asian art.
Seung-taek Lee, Ha Chong-Hyun, Kim Tschang-Yeul, Lee Ufan, and Nobuo Sekine were few of
a number of Korean and Japanese artists who developed comparable practices across the media
of painting, sculpture, installation, and performance to communicate postwar sentiments during
the 1960s and 70s. Utilizing materials such as rope, stone, wood, and metal, such artists rejected
traditional practices by leaving materials and objects in their natural states and bringing attention
to materiality and the relationship of “method” to socio-political environment.1
Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan is structured around four key themes that can be
traced throughout the artists’ practices: explorations of materiality, dematerialization,
Tansaekhwa monochrome painting, and engagement with the environment and natural world.
The groupings in the exhibition are not exclusive as the artists’ bodies of work often engaged
multiple themes at once, evidencing the intersection of Korean and Japanese artistic styles and
techniques despite their unique sets of socio-political circumstances. Collectively, the artists’
approaches to method and material speak to the political cataclysm and turbulent economics of
postwar Korea and Japan, while bringing forth certain truths about similar human response to
wartime, dictatorial power, and rapid social change, which indeed shaped East Asian cultural
output through the remainder of the century.

1

Joan Kee, Contemporary Korean Art: Tansaekhwa and the Urgency of Method (University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 3.
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C. Colonization and Wartime
The complexities in understanding the trajectory of contemporary Korean and Japanese
art lie in their contentious colonial histories and the intervention of world powers such as the
United States, China, and the Soviet Union in the region’s politics. Beginning in 1905, Japan
initiated an era of suppressive colonization instigating acts of war, political machinations, and
intimidation against Koreans that would last over 35 years until Japanese Emperor Hirohito!s
surrender during World War II in 1945. Following the war, the United States became an active
agent in formulating Japan's political agenda centered around demilitarization, democratization,
and industrialization, of course raising questions as to Japanese cultural development.2
In Korea, meanwhile, the conclusion of World War II marked a bittersweet turn. Japanese
withdrawal from the peninsula led to the division of Korea in two zones: anti-communist leader
Syngman Rhee was appointed head of the Republic of Korea (South Korea) in the south,
supported by the United States, and Kim II Sung was installed in the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (DPRK) (North Korea) in the north, supported by the Soviets.3 In 1950, South
Korea’s declaration of independence sparked an invasion by Kim II Sung, signifying the first
acts of the Korean War.4 With assistance from China and the Soviet Union, North Korea aimed
to regain control over the peninsula and eradicate anti-communist efforts promoted by the United
States, who had entered the Korean War on South Korea’s behalf. As a result of the geographical
decimation, many Korean artists fled to the south to escape the communist regime. The Korean

2

Youngna Kim, “WHITHER ART HISTORY? Korea’s Search for a Place in Global Art History,” The Art Bulletin 98, no. 1
(2016): 7-13. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43947903.
3
Scott A. Snyder, “South Korea, Japan, and Wartime Shadows,” Council on Foreign Relations, last modified August 11, 2015,
https://www.cfr.org/expert-brief/south-korea-japan-and-wartime-shadows.
4
Snyder, “South Korea, Japan, and Wartime Shadows.”
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art world had minimal bearings as artists, critics, and dealers wrestled with the time of political
upheaval, and those who did produce art ensured alignment with nationalistic agendas.5
D. National Rebuilding in Korea and Japan
Costing nearly two million lives over the course of three years, the Korean War
concluded provisionally in 1953 with a cease-fire agreement brokered by the United States.6 The
end of the Korean War resulted in two essential changes in South Korea, which set the
foundation for the country’s cultural development in the rest of the century. Firstly, immediately
following the Korean War, there was a mass exodus of Koreans relocating from the countryside
to cities. The partition of the north and south led to an absolute breaking down of traditional
social classes and barriers, and for the first time in decades, opportunities of social change were
made available to Korean citizenry.7 North Korea executed a vast redistribution of land in 1946,
and with mounting pressure from the United States, the South Korean National Assembly issued
a land reform in act in 1949, carried out in 1953 at the war’s conclusion.8 The revolutionary
restructuring of Korean property fundamentally altered the structure of Korea’s landowning
class, which was momentous given the nation’s history as a predominantly rural peasant society.
Traditional peasants became entrepreneurial farmers, while conservative landlords were
incentivized to direct capital towards business, education, and industry.9
Secondly, following the installment of Park Chung-hee as South Korean President in
1961, a form of large business conglomerates called chaebŏl began to dominate the Korean
commercial landscape, after years of Korean industry and commerce relying on the support of

5

Joan Kee, Contemporary Korean Art: Tansaekhwa and the Urgency of Method (University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 3-5.
Kee, Contemporary Korean Art: Tansaekhwa and the Urgency of Method, 7.
7
Michael J. Seth, “An Unpromising Recovery: South Korea’s Post-Korean War Economic Development: 1953-1961,” Focus on
Korea: Economic Giant, Education About Asia, vol. 18, no. 3 (2013): 42-45.
8
Seth, “An Unpromising Recovery: South Korea’s Post-Korean War Economic Development: 1953-1961,” 42-45.
9
Seth, “An Unpromising Recovery: South Korea’s Post-Korean War Economic Development: 1953-1961,” 42-45.
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the United States. An article by Michael J. Seth titled “An Unpromising Recovery, South Korea!s
Post-Korean War Economic Development: 1953-1961” describes that “nearly half of the fifty
largest of these chaebŏl got their start during the 1950s,” including companies such as Hyundai,
Samsung, and LG.10 In fact, many of these founders and entrepreneurs worked closely with
President Park in mapping the country’s push for industrialization, creating a stage in which
South Korea could become a global economic competitor.
In Japan, similar large business conglomerates took hold called keiretsu, a set of
companies that cooperated across multiple industries centered around and assisted by a singular
major bank.11 Japanese keiretsu included corporations such as Mitsubishi, Toyota, and Honda.
Moreover, Japan had benefitted substantially from close cooperation with the United States
during the Korean War, having served as the staging ground for US military forces and UN war
materiel flowing into Korea. Japan’s strategic positioning therefore facilitated an economic boom
that Korea was pressured to match. By the mid-60s, both Korea and Japan were undergoing
some of the most significant economic transformations in history.
As the region transitioned from military dictatorship to burgeoning democracy, Korean
and Japanese artists sought to keep pace. Drastic changes in land reform and the emergence of
economically-independent Korean and Japanese nations enabled a social-leveling process that
paved the way for unparalleled cultural evolution in the 1960s and 70s. Artists experienced
newfound socio-economic freedom and mobility as well as a variety of novel source material and
subject matter to propel them into emerging Korean and Japanese contemporary art landscapes.
They forged new ways of producing art amid urban environments that were destroyed from

10

Michael J. Seth, “An Unpromising Recovery: South Korea’s Post-Korean War Economic Development: 1953-1961,” Focus on
Korea: Economic Giant, Education About Asia, vol. 18, no. 3 (2013): 44.
11
Seth, “An Unpromising Recovery: South Korea’s Post-Korean War Economic Development: 1953-1961,” 44.
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wartime, yet cities were also rapidly modernizing due to government-led industrialization. For
example, many citizens felt the burden of urban development on the countryside and rural
environment. Sensitive topics, these issues set the tone artists would take in producing work as
they utilized natural and industrial materials including stone, wood, metal, and rope, while
producing stark, minimalist compositions through meditative and disciplined processes that
contrasted the national chaos and uncertainty. Themes such as materiality, dematerialization,
monochrome painting, and engagement with the environment were a common thread throughout
the artists' oeuvres, highlighting the palpable effects of decades-long military corruption and
national rebuilding on Korean and Japanese cultural identities.
During this period, diplomatic efforts between Korea and Japan were numerous. In 1965,
the Korea-Japan Basic Treaty was ratified to mitigate political tension, and an annual ministerial
conference was held alternatively in Tokyo and Seoul, which proved effective until 1974 when
President Park’s wife was assassinated by a North Korean living in Japan.12 Intervention by the
United States prevented further collision, and inter-Korean and Japanse attitudes remained
detached through the late-70s, as the Vietnam War called for international attention. This made
room for more harmonious Japanese-Korean diplomatic relations, though Korean-Japanese
tensions did persist. The nations actively cooperated with the United States and United Nations
in search for a viable agreement, yet an agreeable partnership required both Korean and Japanese
authorities to address past wrongdoings. The extreme socio-economic changes throughout the
region, however, proved to be a positive step towards amicable coexistence.13

Hahn Bae-ho, “Korea-Japan Relations in the 1970s,” Asian Survey 20, no. 11 (1980): 1087–97.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2643911.
13
Japan Profile - Timeline,” BBC News, last modified April 26, 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-15219730.
12
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Altogether, it becomes clear that Korean and Japanese artists encountered a distinctively
parallel series of historical events from World War II onwards. The artists discussed in Anti-Art
in Postwar Korea were raised in the very midst of these societal transformations, which
fundamentally shaped their identities and artistic practices. The similar sequence of events
experienced by both Korean and Japanese artists helps to explain the congruencies in East Asian
contemporary art practices, as confirmed by an analysis of their materials, methods, and themes
in the following sections.
E. Materiality
Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan is concerned with the forces of postwar politics and
culture in Korean and Japanese art produced during the 1960s and 70s. The exhibition addresses
the transformative historical period by examining four trends across the practices of artists
Seung-taek Lee, Ha Chong-Hyun, Kim Tschang-Yeul, Lee Ufan, and Nobuo Sekine. Firstly, the
exhibition dives into artists’ concerns with materiality, as part of which they stressed the physical
qualities of materials and relied on objects’ inherent properties to determine the outcome of
artworks, arguing against modes of representation that value figuration and meticulous artistic
process.
Following World War II and the Korean War, Korean and Japanese artists formed new
cultural identities as they utilized art to express concerns relating to wartime aftermath and
immense industrialization. The art departments of major universities and institutions were
reestablished, specifically at Seoul National University and Hongik University—two institutions
whose students would later dominate the Korean art market into the twenty-first century.14 The
South Korean government also reinstated Taehan min’guk misul chŏllamhoe, the country’s juried

14

Joan Kee, Contemporary Korean Art: Tansaekhwa and the Urgency of Method (University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 3-5.
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annual art salon, initially established in 1948, where artists embraced nonconventional practices
and emerging styles of abstraction produced by artists in the United States and Europe.15
Despite Korean experimentation with abstraction, however, the availability of materials
postwar complicated Korean artistic practices. As art historian Joan Kee explains, “both oil and
canvas, for example, were expensive [in Korea], and many artists compensated by painting on
tenting canvas and newsprint or by mixing oil with unconventional binders, including sand and
concrete.”16 Artists commonly used materials including stone, rope, wood, barbed wire, and
metal, oftentimes out of necessity as Korean artists would have had to import canvas and oil
paint at great costs from Japan, where materials were not scarce.17 Highlighted earlier, Japan was
in a favorable financial position following the Korean War having closely cooperated with the
United States, and thus levels of importation were relatively healthy. Interestingly, however,
Japanese artists continued to express interest in easily-found natural and industrial materials due
to their abilities to evoke certain sets of socio-political meanings and communicate themes
relating to modernization and wartime destruction.
In their use of distinctive objects, Korean and Japanese artists produced highly
idiosyncratic abstract works. Leaving materials in organic states resulted in art that embodied a
certain kind of calmness and stillness, offering East Asian audiences a means with which to
reflect on challenging postwar circumstances.18 Artists Seung-taek Lee, Ha Chong-Hyun, Lee
Ufan, and Nobuo Sekine, for example, placed great value on materiality by relying on the

15

Joan Kee, “Form Makes Good: Tansaekhwa and Postwar Korean Art,” panel discussion led by Joan Kee and the Asia Society Orientations Art Lecture Series, The Asia Society, October 17, 2013, video, https://asiasociety.org/hong-kong/events/formmakes-good-tansaekhwa-and-postwar-korean-art.
16
Kee, Contemporary Korean Art: Tansaekhwa and the Urgency of Method (University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 9.
17
Kee, panel discussion.
18
Dong-Yeon Koh, The Korean War and Post-Memory Generation, (Routledge, 2021): 1-244.
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physical qualities inherent to the materials to produce artworks, and they paid close attention to
the form of an object rather than to its uses.
Korean artist Ha Chong-Hyun (b. 1935) utilized rough hemp cloth as canvas, which was
inexpensive in Korea, and painted surfaces in all black or all white and lined them with metal
wire in grid-like formations. In Untitled 72-C (1972) (fig. 1), the work lacks vibrancy and is
neutral in color, evoking a sense of somberness, which is a testament to the era of silence and
suppression that characterized the prior decades. President Park’s plans for Korean
industrialization and economic development were underway, and Chong-Hyun’s choice to
incorporate barbed wire as the chief material while manipulating it only minimally drew
associations to the division between North and South Korea, as well as United States military
bases in Seoul—each of which was fenced in.19
Among Chong-Hyun's most significant bodies of work is his Conjunction series, which
he produced at the outset of the Tansaekhwa monochrome painting movement, discussed in
detail later. In Conjunction 74-26 (1974), one example from the series, Chong-Hyun accentuates
the physical properties of the materials by applying a thick layer of oil paint in simplified color
to the reverse of burlap or woven-hemp canvas (fig. 2). He presses it until the paint penetrates
through to the front, repeating the process as necessary until completion, creating beads of paint
on the surface.20 Chong-Hyun relies on the organic qualities of the paint and hemp canvas to
produce the artwork, and in its repetitiveness, Chong-Hyun’s process becomes meditative. He
eliminates his agency as an artist and creates “a sincere conversation with nature,” at odds with

19

Kwon Mee-yoo, "Dansaekhwa artist Ha Chong-hyun presents 'Conjunction' in London,” The Korea Times, last modified
October 7, 2020, https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/culture/2020/10/145_297116.html.
20
“Ha Chong-Hyun,” Almine Rech, accessed February 25, 2020, https://www.alminerech.com/artists/3849-ha-chong-hyun.

13
the ego of traditional painting techniques, yet even more so possibly at odds with societal
conventions in postwar Korea.21
One of the more idiosyncratic artists of the era, Korean artist Seung-taek Lee (b. 1932)
displays similar concern with materiality in Godret Stone (1958), produced early in his artistic
career (fig. 3). Lee joins nearly a dozen ropes together, which are tightened by the weight of
round stones. The work evokes a traditional weaving loom used by Korean artisans to assist in
tying knots when handcrafting woven mats. While recalling weaving, Godret Stone does not
function, allowing Lee to draw attention to the materials themselves. The form can only be
valued based on the qualities inherent to rope and stone, rather than on their uses when
comprising a commercial tool. Like Chong-Hyun, Lee relinquishes control over the stone and
rope, causing viewers to consider the objects’ meaning when their original uses or functional
properties are no longer present. This relationship between natural materials in their purest
forms, on the one hand, and the environment in which they are typically valued, on the other
serves as Lee's allusion to “the tensions between South Korea then—rural, defeated, and
dependent—and South Korea as it must be now—urbanized, industrialized, and autonomous.”
He communicates a sophisticated message using seemingly primitive materials, subsequently
transforming viewers’ ideals of modernist sculpture.22 Godret Stone is Lee’s direct response to
the radical socio-political transformation in Korea, and it introduces alternative methods through
which artists could explore the medium of sculpture to communicate postwar ideologies.23
Demanding contemplation and careful looking, the works of Ha-Chong Hyun and Seungtaek Lee lack figuration and traditional visual cues. The materials are bare and severe, evoking a

21

"Ha Chong-Hyun: Conjunction,” Tina Kim Gallery, accessed February 25, 2022,
https://www.tinakimgallery.com/exhibitions/ha-chong-hyun3.
22
Hans-Ulrich Obrist, Kyung An, Monica de la Torre, Seung-taek Lee, (Lévy Gorvy, 2017): 9.
23
Obrist, Seung-taek Lee, 10.
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sense of defeat and melancholy that mirrored the state of the postcolonial nation. Japanese artists
such as Lee Ufan and Nobuo Sekine grew renowned for their focus on materiality as well,
showcased in the exhibition and second essay. Collectively, the artists’ use of inexpensive,
easily-accessible materials and their consistent reliance on the materials"!un-altered qualities
were key to communicating socio-cultural statements that could be both impactful and relevant
while remaining sensitive to Korean and Japanese postwar mentalities.
F. Dematerialization
Alongside the artists’ focus on materiality, Korean and Japanese artists also explored the
concept of dematerialization and #non-sculpture” during the postwar period. Portraying a
rebellious worldview, they sought to upend traditional ideals of modernist sculpture by depicting
unpretentious and anachronistic subject matter.24 In Wind, for instance, produced in 1971, Lee
forms long trails of cloth with pieces of rope in undulating patterns to resemble ripples created
by wind blowing over water (fig. 4). Constructed in areas of mountainous terrain or sprawling
landscapes in the Korean countryside, the installations are deliberately removed from the urban
environment (fig. 5). In doing so, Lee calls on viewers to honor the physical Korean landscape
amid the time of immense industrialization, as efforts of city planning and highway-construction
were vastly interfering with it.
While producing Wind, Lee became especially interested in the immaterial, stating that he
sought to “negate the remainder [of an object] and move on to formless works or works that defy
a solid form.”25 Figures 6 and 7 are photographs of additional versions of Lee's Wind
installations produced in 1969, the latter of which was exhibited at Hongik University in Seoul

24
25

Hans-Ulrich Obrist, Kyung An, Monica de la Torre, Seung-taek Lee, (Lévy Gorvy, 2017): 7-15.
Obrist, Seung-taek Lee, 95-100.
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and later presented at the Third Sao Paulo Biennial in 1970.26 It was through the Wind series that
Lee succeeded to create a global discourse on dematerialization, while also unifying it with his
personal response to Korea’s turbulent history. Later becoming what he cited as #some of the
first works to modernize Korean tradition and culture,” the Wind series represents Lee’s
unconventional sculptural practice, paving the way for postwar artists to follow suit.27
Meanwhile, Japanese artist Nobuo Sekine (b. 1942) similarly experimented with notions
of dematerialization in sculpture beginning in the late-1960s. A foregrounding artist of the
Japanese Mono-ha (or ‘School of Things’) movement, discussed in the second essay, Sekine
produced ephemeral, site-specific works like Seung-taek Lee. He utilized natural and everyday
materials including wood, stone, rope, and metal, and produced work in parallel with the
messages of Korean artists as he commented on the effects of urbanization on the Japanese
physical environment.
In Phase of Nothingness — Cut Stone (1971/2011), Sekine uses natural stone in
conjunction with glass and steel plates (fig. 8). He reduces the sculpture to a simple construction
of bare materials and relies on non-traditional configuration of the objects to produce an idea that
is integral to viewers’ experience with the work: the glass and stone activate the physical space
and engage with external forces such as time and space as a viewer moves in proximity to the
reflective glass to view themselves or further away from it to view reflections of surrounding
objects. The dematerialized sculpture itself becomes secondary, and viewers’ perceptions and
experiences with the work become paramount. In stressing similar concepts and methods as
Seung-taek Lee, Sekine constructs the natural and industrial objects as a study in

26
27

Hans-Ulrich Obrist, Kyung An, Monica de la Torre, Seung-taek Lee, (Lévy Gorvy, 2017): 97.
Hans-Ulrich Obrist, Kyung An, Monica de la Torre, Seung-taek Lee, (Lévy Gorvy, 2017): 97.
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dematerialization of the art object as well as spacial relations and the viewer’s experience,
themes clearly perceivable throughout both Korean and Japanese artistic practices.
G. Monochrome Painting
A third theme explored by Korean and Japanese postwar artists resides in the realm of the
pioneering contemporary Korean art movement Tansaekhwa, or “monochrome painting,” which
emerged in the 1970s.28 Ha Chong-Hyun was a leading figure of Tansaekhwa, using neutral hues
such as white, cream, black, and brown framed in compositions that continued to explore the
relationship between the physical world and artistic process. Tansaekhwa artists abandoned
traditional oil painting brushes in favor of unconventional tools such as pencils, rollers, and ink
brushes as a means to veer from colonial modes of painting and communicate messages specific
to the postwar period.29 Early on, for example, Chong-Hyun used burlap sacks that once
contained postwar relief goods, as opposed to canvas, again drawing close connections between
artistic practice and Korea’s turbulent modern history.30
Chong-Hyun’s Conjunction series is a prime example of Korean Tansaekhwa painting
(fig. 9 and 10). In Conjunction 74-26, discussed earlier, Chong-Hyun depicts white dots on a tancolored, monochromatic background (fig. 2). The composition evokes a sense of dullness and
depletion, mimicking the devastating context in which the paintings existed. Dual focus on
materiality and monochrome color were signature to Tansaekhwa; artists were concerned with
monotonous compositions and meticulous, self-disciplined practices, often centered around acts
of repetition, which served as self-healing journeys for artists and viewers in the backdrop of

28

“Ha Chong-Hyun,” Almine Rech, accessed February 25, 2020, https://www.alminerech.com/artists/3849-ha-chong-hyun.
"From Kim Whan-Ki to Dansaekhwa: Korean abstract artists to know,” Christie’s, accessed February 20, 2022,
https://www.christies.com/features/5-korean-abstract-artists-to-know-about-9650-1.aspx.
30
Kwon Mee-yoo, "Dansaekhwa artist Ha Chong-hyun presents 'Conjunction' in London,” The Korea Times, last modified
October 7, 2020, https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/culture/2020/10/145_297116.html.
29
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political turmoil.31 Tansaekhwa grew to be promoted in both Seoul and Tokyo from the 1970s
onwards, in fact becoming a cornerstone of contemporary East Asian art.
Another vanguard of the Tansaekhwa movement was Korean artist Kim Tschang-Yeul
(b. 1929). Like Seung-taek Lee, Tschang-Yeul migrated to the south following World War II
fearing communist influences.32 He studied painting at the College of Fine Art at Seoul National
University between 1948 and 1950 before his studies were halted at the outset of the Korean
War. In as early as 1958, Tschang-Yeul experimented with Tansaekhwa techniques, yet his
breakthrough did not begin until the mid-70s with his Waterdrops series, as part of which he
incorporates subject matter of water droplets set against stark, neutral, monochromatic
backgrounds in a way that conjoins figuration, hyperrealism, and abstraction (fig. 11).33 In an
ArtNews article published following Tschang-Yeul’s passing in January 2021, the artist explains
the solace found in embracing monochrome compositions, the materiality and flatness of a
picture plane, and incorporating a single optical device derived from nature—water.34 The
practice allowed him to confront the dichotomy between nature and contemporary culture:
“Painting water drops is to heal all memories, all anguishes, anxieties…water droplets help me
erase dark memories.”35 Referencing his first-hand experiences from World War II and the
Korean War, Tschang-Yeul offers depictions of “clear, impeccable” water droplets for viewers to
contemplate and heal.36

31

"From Kim Whan-Ki to Dansaekhwa: Korean abstract artists to know,” Christie’s, accessed February 20, 2022,
https://www.christies.com/features/5-korean-abstract-artists-to-know-about-9650-1.aspx.
32
Maximiliano Duron, "Kim Tschang-Yeul, Influential Korean Artist Whose Water Drop Paintings Created New Possibilities for
Abstraction, Has Died at 91,” ARTnews, last modified January 6, 2021, https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/kim-tschangyeul-dead-1234580909/.
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Duron, “Kim Tschang-Yeul, Influential Korean Artist Whose Water Drop Paintings Created New Possibilities for Abstraction,
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Waterdrop produced in 1974 (fig. 12) achieves the same effect. Tschang-Yeul depicts the
water motif as if to mimic a tear drop.37 In an interview with Tina Kim Gallery who represents
his estate, the artist continues:
The act of painting water drops is to dissolve all things within, to return to a transparent
state of ‘nothingness.’ By returning anger, anxiety, fear, and everything else to
‘emptiness,’ we experience peace and contentment…I aim toward the extinction of the
ego and look for the method of expressing it.38
Tschang-Yeul employs the same process of removing distraction and excessive, artificial color
from the composition in order to evoke a sense of peace and stillness. He relies on depictions of
organic, unaltered subject matter and bare compositions to liberate him from the destruction of
postwar Korea.
Another preeminent Tansaekhwa painter, artist Lee Ufan harnessed similar Tansaekhwa
styles in his monochromatic works beginning in the 1950s. Born in South Korea in 1936, Ufan
moved to Japan in 1956, early in his artistic career, amid Korean socio-political disorder. He was
especially instrumental in promoting Korean art in Japan and overseas, and he continues to
produce work around the world to this day.39 One of Ufan’s most significant bodies of work is a
series of paintings he began in 1974 and concluded over a decade later in 1984, titled From Point
and From Line (fig. 13 and 14), discussed in further detail in the second essay.40 Ufan exhibits an
interest in system, structure, and process through repetitive applications of monochromatic dots
and lines in natural, tan-colored compositions, depicted in simplified hues of either blue or red.
His execution of a single, gestural act and use of serene, monochromatic color resembles the
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techniques of Chong-Hyun and Tschang-Yeul. Collectively, each of the three artists strive for the
same embodiment of peace and ‘nothingness’ via monochromatic compositions to bring forth
beauty and value newly set apart from artistic ego.
H. Conclusion
Korean and Japanese artists Seung-taek Lee, Ha Chong-Hyun, Kim Tschang-Yeul, Lee
Ufan, and Nobuo Sekine were concerned with four key themes throughout their practices, as
showcased in Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan: materiality, dematerialization, monochrome
painting, and references to the environment and natural world. The display of artworks in the
show are structured around these four groupings. The exhibition further dives into the fourth
theme of artists’ engagement with the environment, especially in the realm of performance and
installation, although this theme is undoubtedly present in each of the works discussed above,
indicating the crossover that exists between the artists’ practices.
Altogether, the display of works in the exhibition evidences the similar interests of
postwar Korean and Japanese artists in simplified, austere, and meditative practices, which
signified their call for repose and quiet following the extensive era of colonization and warfare.
Utilizing materials that were inexpensive and easily accessible in postwar East Asia such as rope,
stone, wire, hemp canvas, and wood, the artists developed distinctive methods that served as
tokens of national strength and rebuilding set against the context of vast industrialization and
immense socio-political change. The artists’ incorporated such themes and styles in similar
capacities throughout their oeuvres, both in the earliest years of their artistic careers in the 1960s
and 70s, yet also in the present day as they continue to produce and exhibit works in blue-chip
galleries around the world. Their parallel attention to the distinctive themes are emblematic of
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their shared experiences despite differing national identities, which helps shed light on the
relationship between cultural and historical identities and the development of artistic practice.
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Illustrations

Figure 1
Ha Chong-Hyun
Untitled 72-C, 1972
Barbed wire and cloth on panel
Almine Rech, New York
48 × 96.5 inches (122 × 244 cm)
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Figure 2
Ha Chong-Hyun
Conjunction 74-26, 1974
Oil on burlap
Museum of Modern Art, New York
42.8 × 87.8 inches (108.9 × 222.9 cm)
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Figure 3
Seung-taek Lee
Godret Stone, 1958
40 stones, 2 wooden bars and cord
Tate, London
29.1 × 68.1 × 3.9 inches (74 × 173 × 10 cm)
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Figure 4
Seung-taek Lee
Wind, 1971 (Reprinted in 1990s)
Installation / paint on digital print
Seoul, Korea
Dimensions variable
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Figure 5
Seung-taek Lee
Wind, 1970s (Reprinted in 1990s)
Installation / paint on digital print
Seoul, Korea
Dimensions variable
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Figure 6
Seung-taek Lee with his work Wind, 1969
Seoul, Korea
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Figure 7
Seung-taek Lee
Wind, 1969
Fabric and rope
Dimensions variable
Outdoor installation at Hongik University, Seoul, 1969; also presented at the 3rd Sao Paulo
Biennial, 1970
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Figure 8
Nobuo Sekine
Phase of Nothingness — Cut Stone, 1971/2011
Stone and stainless steel
Four parts: 30 × 22 × 18 inches (76.2 × 55.9 × 45.7 cm);
22 × 14 × 12 inches (55.9 × 35.6 × 30.5 cm);
21 × 14 × 12 inches (53.3 × 35.6 × 30.5 cm);
29 × 14 × 11 inches (73.4 × 35.6 × 27.9 cm)
Blum and Poe, Los Angeles
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Figure 9
Ha Chong-Hyun
Conjunction 07-19 (A), 2007
Oil on hemp cloth
Almine Rech, New York
76.4 × 102.4 inches (194 × 260 cm)
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Figure 10
Ha Chong-Hyun
Conjunction 07-19 (B), 2007
Oil on hemp cloth
Almine Rech, New York
76.4 × 102.4 inches (194 × 260 cm)
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Figure 11
Kim Tschang-Yeul
Waterdrops, 1979
Oil on canvas
Almine Rech, New York
102 × 76.6 inches (259 × 195 cm)
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Figure 12
Kim Tschang-Yeul
Waterdrop, 1974
Oil on canvas
Almine Rech, New York
18.8 × 17.2 × 1.3 inches (47.5 ×43.5 × 3.5 cm)
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Figure 13
Lee Ufan
From Line, 1974
Oil on canvas
71 1/2 × 89 3/8 inches (181.6 × 227 cm)
The Museum of Modern Art, New York
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Figure 14
Lee Ufan
From Point, 1976
Glue and stone pigment on canvas
89 3/8 × 71 5/8 inches (227 × 182 cm)
Private Collection
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Essay 2
Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan
Lee Ufan and Materiality
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B. Introduction
Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan unwraps two key decades in the development of
Korean and Japanese contemporary art as artists explored similar themes and techniques to
grapple with drastic political turbulence and vast economic change during the 1960s and 70s.
Despite their differing historical and cultural identities, Korean and Japanese artists adopted
parallel approaches to method and material, and they communicated similar themes as they
responded to decades of contentious politics and wartime. Born in Korea, though active in Japan,
artist Lee Ufan (b. 1936) bridges the divide between these two nations and highlights how artists
in both nations similarly navigated the traumas of postwar life. A preeminent figure in postwar
Korean and Japanese art, he has worked across painting, sculpture, and installation for more than
sixty years. He marshals raw materials and their physical properties to probe the nature of
encounters between artwork, viewer, and physical space, which evidences certain truths about
Korean and Japanese life following the collective traumas of World War II and the Korean War.
Born in Korea, Ufan moved to Japan early in his artistic career where he became a
leading figure in both the Korean Tansaekhwa painting movement as well as the Japanese Monoha (or ‘School of Things’) group. His unique identity as a Korean artist living and working in
Japan makes an examination of his practice essential to understanding the confluence of Korean
and Japanese methods and materials in the postwar era. Throughout his oeuvre, Ufan explores
the four themes highlighted in Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan including materiality,
dematerialization, Tansaekhwa monochrome painting, and connections to the environment and
natural world, which I will discuss in various media ranging from painting and works on paper to
sculpture and installation. I aim to emphasize the weight of Korean and Japanese regional
politics on Ufan’s oeuvre and its focus on anti-modernist themes and materials. I will also
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highlight the significance found in Ufan’s utilization of natural materials to express sociopolitically charged messages.
C. Biographical Overview
Born in 1936 in Kyongnam, Korea, a rural village in present-day South Korea, Ufan was
raised in a traditional Confucian-style home.41 Living under Japanese colonial rule, Ufan’s
parents and grandfather trained him in scholarly pursuits, including poetry, and painting.42 He
was also tutored in East Asian brushwork, where he was taught to value disciplined, repetitive
acts of drawing points and lines, proving to be instrumental in shaping his practice years later. In
1956, Ufan's interest in art and poetry led him to enroll in the College of Fine Arts at Seoul
National University, three years after the provisional conclusion of the Korean War in 1953.43
Amid a period of Korean political and socio-economic uncertainty, Ufan immigrated to
Tokyo, Japan and transferred to Nihon University, obtaining a degree in philosophy and
aesthetics in 1961. Experimenting with ink painting and sculpture comprised of natural and
industrial materials such as stone, steel, rubber, and glass with little manipulation, Ufan was
invited to hold his first solo show at Sato Gallery in Tokyo in March 1967.44 Stylistically, his
early works displayed experimentation with gestural abstraction resembling Abstract
Expressionism and Art Informel, which had circulated around the globe by this time.
Conceptually, however, he wanted to reject all association with Western notions of
representation. Rather than forming his practice around a labored artistic process or method, for
instance, he instead emphasized the relationships between the materials themselves and a given
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viewer’s experience with the artwork to comprise its identity. Connecting the two would soon
become the signature of his practice.45
D. Initial Explorations of Materiality
In one of Ufan's earliest works Pushed-Up Ink (1964), he expresses concern with the
materiality of ink and the network of relationships that exists between artist, painting, and the
physical world (fig. 1). He soaks a brush with ink and animal-skin glue and presses it against the
paper until the ink bleeds holes through the surface. The effect is an all-over field of extruded
black monochrome mounds. The composition of the work is entirely determined by the viscosity
of the ink and porosity of the paper. Ufan produces the work through a laborious process, yet he
subverts the heroism and individuality that so defined the likes of Jackson Pollock, Willem De
Kooning, and other Abstract Expressionist painters of the time. In doing so, he strays from the
“modern” and mainstream ideal of painting in which artworks were being defined by the artist
who created it and their individual agency. Instead, Ufan plays off of these “anti-modernist”
themes of materiality and external forces such as spacial depth and time to create the work’s
identity.
In a catalogue published by Lisson Gallery and the Serpentine Galleries years later in
2019, Ufan reflects on his exploration of materiality to achieve an “anti-modernist” statement,
which was apparent in his early works as well as those in the present day:
Modernism is an attitude of an artist who, as a dictator, presents an artwork as a
representation of a specific idea. In political terms, it is imperialism or colonialism.
Whatever materials the artist uses to make an object that represents his idea, it becomes a
modernist artwork. Sometimes materials seem to be highlighted in [my] artwork, but that
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(January 2019), 9.
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is more about a physical or situational state or a spatial phenomenon rather than an object
of an idea.46
Ufan rejects the modernist tendency to credit artists based on their “egocentric” ideas, and he
honors the relationship between artistic method and materials in their purist forms.47 He removes
traces of his ego by employing a few discrete materials set within simplified, monochromatic
compositions, which encouraged a more grounded and therapeutic artistic practice, and later
became the signature of postwar contemporary Korean and Japanese art.
Ufan’s piece From Cuts, made in 1965, evokes the same anti-modernist message (fig.
2).48 Utilizing oil paint to create a build-up of thick brushstrokes on a monochrome background,
he negates the long-established concept that it is an artist!s duty to fill a canvas. In its bareness,
the painting almost looks unfinished. This is again possibly Ufan’s statement against ideals of
painting that define when a work is or is not complete, and who exactly sets those definitions.
Meanwhile, Ufan’s minimally-altered and un-disturbed approach to the materials allows him to
draw attention to the inherent qualities of the oil paint. The marks create a sense of depth and
movement that is central to the work, and viewers are challenged to draw on a new set of skills
when confronting it—one that is dependent upon notions of space, depth, and illusion—as it
lacks traditional artistic cues such as distinctive color, figuration, or evidence of an elaborate
artistic method.49
An article titled “Reencountering Lee Ufan” by Paul Roquet describes Ufan’s exploration
of the relationship between artwork and viewer in postwar Japan, as well as his search for an
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artistic process that could shift focus away from human expression towards the qualities inherent
to materials:
Modernity, for Lee, meant the stifling of an all-powerful subject bent on molding passive
objects to its will. Lee experienced this on three levels: in the way artists manipulated a
set of materials toward their own expressive ends, in the subjugation of the natural world
to human control, and, finally, in the colonial inequalities that gave some groups power
through the objectification and manipulation of others.50
Ufan’s first-hand experience with Japanese colonization of Korea during his childhood and the
socio-political turmoil he witnessed during World War II and the Korean War informed his
artistic search for a means beyond objectification. Ufan views the heroic, modernist subjectivity
as being emblematic of a certain capitalist, colonialist, and “western” philosophical and aesthetic
tradition. To stray from this, he therefore attempts to relinquish control of materials through a
focus on their physical qualities to subvert what he viewed as a morally-problematic aesthetic
system. His objective was to “contradict the modernist impulse to reduce the material world to
manipulatable objects,” in a way that could bring both himself and viewers closer to a cohesive
and dynamic relationship with the material world, one driven by honoring the environment rather
than dictated by commercial, industrial, or colonial ego.51
E. Materiality in Mono-ha Sculpture and Installation
Signature to Ufan’s practice was also his experimentation with materiality and
dematerialization in sculpture and installation. Following his first solo show, Ufan was invited to
exhibit his first site-specific sculpture: the floor-based work Phenomena and Perception B
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(1968) (fig. 3) at the National Museum of Modern Art in Tokyo.52 Here, Ufan stresses
materiality to manifest a certain encounter between subject and object. He places a heavy stone
on a flat sheet of glass laid over a steel plate, causing the glass to crack. The deliberate
positioning of the stone conceals the initial point of impact, drawing attention to the relation
between material and Ufan’s agency as an artist. Consistent with Ufan's artistic and
philosophical objectives in his early paintings and works on paper, he relies on minimal human
intervention to create Relatum. He merely prepares the glass objects and places the stone atop,
leaving room for the intrinsic physical qualities of the materials—heavy, dense rock, on the one
hand, and fragile obsidian glass, on the other—to guide the work’s form and composition: the
stone breaks the glass, creating cracks in the surface, thereby creating the artwork.
The focus of the sculpture is therefore on the encounter that Ufan creates amongst the
materials as spacial relations and external forces of time and space act upon the objects. The
aesthetic appearance of the sculpture itself remains secondary to the work. In doing so, he
successfully dismantles mainstream notions of the hierarchy that exists between artist and object,
and he opens doors for Korean and Japanese contemporary artists in their experimentation with
avant-garde methods.53
In another work Relatum — Silence produced in 1979, Ufan again undermines traditional
expectations of material properties in the medium of sculpture (fig. 8).14 Similarly site-specific
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and ephemeral in nature as his earlier sculptures, Relatum — Silence is comprised of a heavy
stone and a large iron plate. Ufan conjoins natural and industrial materials: the stone symbolizes
nature, set in contrast with a steel plate, symbolic of Korean and Japanese industrialization. The
two mediums play opposite, yet unifying roles, as Ufan places them together to propose a
singular world in which the two realms interact, creating another form of “encounter."54 He again
positions himself solely as a mediator of the materials, rather than a maker of the objects, as
Alexis Lowry explains:
[Ufan] brings familiar ready-made and found materials together with an extraordinary
economy of means to present situations of both physical and perceptual suspense. This
heightens our awareness of each element!s inherent physical and immaterial properties.
The ethics of mediation that plays out in his art mirrors his international experience living
between Korea and Japan, East Asia, Europe, and the United States.55
In limiting human intervention in the sculpture's form and composition, Ufan underscores the
objects’ resonant relationships in their organic states with the natural world exactly as it is
without being drastically altered or manipulated. The “encounter” between the internal and
external worlds comprises the whole of the artwork, and a viewer’s “experience" in confronting
the sculpture plays an essential role in deciphering its meaning. Finally, the work becomes such
that it is more about the space than the object itself.
The same year in which Ufan exhibited his earliest versions of Relatum, he was
introduced to renowned Japanese contemporary artists Nobuo Sekine (b. 1942) and Susumu
Koshimizu (b. 1944). Together, the young artists formed the Mono-ha (or $School of Things’)
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group after having successfully exhibited their work and attracting like-minded postwar artists
interested in rejecting Western notions of representation. Based in Japan, Sekine and Koshimizu
shared a warehouse space, and, with Lee, would arrange regular meetings at a cafe in Shinjuku, a
city ward of Tokyo.56 Over the course of a year and a half, the group’s continuous dialogue
formed the basic tenets of Mono-ha: their discussions were rooted in questions of exactly how to
“transcend Western modernism by ending representation, a sentiment endemic to postwar Japan,
a re-examination of indigenous culture as a means to bring attention to the physicality of
‘things,’ and the limits of creativity,” as described by Sekine on his current website.57
Acting as Mono-ha!s leading theorist and practitioner, Ufan guided the group through
artistic engagement in “not making” to achieve the movement's intended goals.58 Based on the
notion that artistic styles and methods had been nullified by technology and industrialization in
postwar Japan, the artists emphasized material, perception, and the interrelationships between
space and matter by means of raw, natural, and industrial materials displayed either on their own
or in relation to one another in order to respond to the postwar context.
Ufan cites the core theme of Mono-ha work as “connecting minimum materials from
industrial society with the most representative materials from nature to create a field where both
worlds meet. A dialogue between humans and nature is a major theme.”59 Mono-ha artists
largely worked across the media of sculpture, installation, and Land art, and they engaged
materials such as stone, soil, wood, paper, steel plates, and cotton—“things” (mono)—in reaction
to ruthless development and industrialization. Ufan further describes the political and socio-
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economic context that Mono-ha artists were responding to, stating, “Mono-ha emerged at a time
of civilizational and political turbulence. Mono-ha artists’ contents or contexts were very much
anti-regime and critical towards reality.” Dropping a heavy stone onto a plate of glass to produce
Relatum, for instance, was surely violent and combative. He continues: “Although I lived in
Japan, to share my personal story I actively participated in the Korean unification movement and
the anti-military regime movement,” referred to as the Anpo protest movement of the 1960s.60
Ufan was in fact later arrested by intelligence authorities during a visit to Korea and severely
tortured.61 Mono-ha works were thus produced in direct response to Japanese and Korean sociopolitical tensions, denoting the pieces with additional qualities of phenomenology and
temporality in their communication of targeted, politically-relevant critique in the backdrop of
societal upheaval.
F. Rediscovering Materiality in Monochrome Painting
At the peak of Mono-ha in 1973, Ufan was appointed as a Professor at Tama Art
University, prompting his return to painting. He held the position for nearly thirty-five years until
2007.62 Much like during his exploration of Mono-ha principles in sculpture, Ufan continued to
stress themes the significance of materiality, while pushing against modernist ideals of
representation in painting. It was during this period that he produced the series From Point and
From Line (fig. 11), beginning in 1974. He concluded the two series over a decade later in 1984,
and they comprise his most significant bodies of work.63
In From Point (1976), Ufan conveys his interest in system, structure, and process through
a repetitive application of blue dots which fade into lines (fig. 12). The fading motifs evoke
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senses of movement and temporality, as they create tension between his physical gestures as an
artist and the flat picture plane: Ufan creates a grid of marks until the brush is removed of all
pigment, which he repeats again and again. The notion of temporality similarly becomes central
to his process. In several works from the series, Ufan breaks away from conventional practices of
utilizing oil and ink wash on traditional Chinese drawing paper, and he instead uses mineral
pigments composed of glue and stone on canvas.
Executing a continuous single gestural act, Ufan’s process in From Point becomes
serene, meditative, and contemplative, resembling techniques used by Korean Tansaekhwa
artists Ha Chong-Hyun and Kim Tschang-Yeul, detailed in the exhibition. Consistent with
Tansaekhwa themes, Ufan's series urges viewers towards reflections of the universe and its
underlying structures of time, space, and nature with which to “transcend” present circumstances
into more peaceful, alternative states.64 He explains that his paintings are “open structures that
restrain themselves and accept their surroundings so that they can meet a bigger world. To put it
differently, I am to relate the inside with the outside through my artwork that can serve as a
ventilation path so that it gives a feeling of massive order.”65 Amid the period of tremendous
social and political turmoil in postwar Korea and Japan, the exact sense of “order" that Ufan
expresses was of course set in stark contrast with Korean and Japanese regional chaos.
Comparing his From Line and From Point series with his early ink paintings and works
on paper from the 1960s, Ufan remains consistent with an exploration of materiality and the
relationship between artwork and the natural world.66 However, a unique evolution between the
two bodies of work can be traced to his representation of monochromatic dot and line motifs: in
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the From Point and From Line series, Ufan’s depiction of the motifs is not sporadic or freeformed as in his early works; rather, his process is attributed with a sense of restrain and control
as he systematically structures the dots and lines to create a sort of gradient. Employing the same
acts of repetition, Ufan now interestingly alludes to the passage of time—yet another force of the
natural, physical world that his practice foregrounds. Ufan describes his exploration of time in
From Point and From Line stating, “The actual artworks represent physical time. I wanted the
viewer to be able to feel a circulating infinity from the rhythm of repeated actions. The concept
in my artwork is not important. My bodily actions and the feeling of time experienced through
the traces of paints and brushes are important.”67 We thus see the evolution of Ufan's practice
from his earliest paintings and works on paper as he experiments with the same methods and
materials in the From Line and From Point series, yet in a way that increased the focus on
spatial, temporal, and gestural act of painting.
In another work from the series, From Line (1978; fig. 13), Ufan similarly incorporates a
single motif of a blue line that fades in color down the center of the composition. He loads a
brush with mixed pigment and applies a linear stroke onto the canvas until the pigment has faded
entirely. The simple yet impactful motif again draws focus to the passage of time over a specific
duration, beginning with a form that is seemingly complete and full, and concluding with one
that has faded and depleted. He incorporates a minimal hint of blue set against a neutral,
monochromatic background. With this empty field he maintains the focus on calmness and
restraint present throughout his oeuvre. He executes a similar process in two works each titled
From Point (1978), depicting six discrete dabs of dark blue paint in one of the works, and similar

67

Lee Ufan, Yana Peel, and Hans Ulrich Obrist, The Art of Encounter: Lee Ufan, Lisson Gallery and the Serpentine Galleries
(January 2019), 21.

53
dabs of red paint in the other, which fade across the center of the composition to achieve the
same effect (fig. 14 and 15).
Finally, in Ufan’s discovery of notions of space, time, and the physical world through
depictions of line and dot motifs, he references literati traditions of ink brushwork he had studied
during childhood. In an interview in 2011, the artist discussed his line and dot motifs as they
relate to traditional ink painting and his own philosophical system: “All things in the universe
start from a point and return to a point. One point calls up a new point, and extends into a line.
Everything is a scene of gathering and dispersal of points and lines. Existence is a point and life
is a line, so I am also a point and a line.”68 Ufan therefore approaches the pieces of From Point
and From Line not so much as traditional paintings or objects, but more so as opportunities with
which he and viewers can explore existing relationships between space, time, order, and structure
in the context of the natural world and human existence.69 Interactions between points and lines
on a canvas are not limited to the artwork alone; rather, they extend equally to the artist, viewer,
and surrounding environment to create a crucial network of relationships.
It is this exact network of relationships or “encounters” that Ufan orchestrates to
communicate an anti-modernist, postcolonial message. He responds to the turbulent period of
Korean and Japanese socio-political development by juxtaposing authoritative mentalities of
urbanization and industrial development with an artistic approach more sensitive to the natural
world and human experience following destructive wartime. Ufan removes #ego”—both his ego
as an artist and the ego of industrial society—from his practice by utilizing natural materials in
minimally-altered states and stressing their organic interactions amongst one another. His
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practice thus became critical to the development of postwar Korean and Japanese contemporary
art in its signification of new ways of thinking about art beyond the limits of figuration and
traditional notions of medium.
Leading into the 1980s, Ufan continued to experiment with Mono-ha and Tansaekhwa
methods and materials. A relatively short-lived movement, Mono-ha was active for seven years
until around 1975, however he continued to explore themes relating to material relationships and
physicality over the course of his career, especially in the realm of painting. From 1982 onwards,
Ufan produced four series of paintings representative of similar themes: From Winds (1982–86;
fig. 16), With Winds (1987–91; fig. 17), Correspondence (1991–2006; fig 18), and Dialogue
(2006–present; fig. 19–20).70 In each series, Ufan explores the dynamic between temporality,
artistic gesture, and space, although his compositions move away from themes of moderation,
repetition, and regularity. Representations of white space and margin sizes increase greatly,
while his brushwork becomes freer and less restrained, perhaps also a reflection of the changing
socio-political landscape.
G. Conclusion
Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan explores congruencies in Korean and Japanese
artistic responses to traumatic postwar events in the 1960s and 1970s, and the role of postwar
politics and economic change in the development of East Asian contemporary artistic practices.
As highlighted in the exhibition, a key theme stressed by preeminent Korean and Japanese
postwar artists is a focus on materiality. Born in Korea, yet working and residing in Japan, artist
Lee Ufan harnessed this theme throughout his practice across a range of media from painting to
sculpture, which makes an assessment of his work critical to understanding the dialogue between
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Korean and Japanese contemporary artists’ responses to postwar trauma. Ufan’s concerns with
materiality also engage notions of Asian metaphysics, phenomenology, and structuralism,
helping to define a new visual language with which contemporary artists can experiment. In
stressing certain aesthetic and material fundamentals, he engages with, yet also challenges,
notions of art in the industrial world and postwar society, alongside Korean and Japanese artists
Seung-taek Lee, Ha Chong-Hyun, Kim Tschang-Yeul, and Nobuo Sekine, showcased in Anti-Art
in Postwar Korea and Japan. An assessment of the early history of contemporary Korean and
Japanese art, with Ufan at the forefront, deserves recognition for the artists’ statements on the
formation of national cultural identities following wartime, as well as evolving notions of artistic
representation and significance of the medium from the 1960s into the twenty-first century.
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Illustrations

Figure 1
Lee Ufan
Pushed-Up Ink, 1964
Ink on Japanese paper, mounted on wood
27 9/16 × 21 5/8 × 1 3/4 inches (70 × 55 × 4.5 cm)
Private Collection, New York
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Figure 2
Lee Ufan
From Cuts, 1965
Oil on canvas
28 × 38 inches (71.5 × 98 cm)
Private Collection, London
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Figure 3
Lee Ufan
Phenomenon, 1968
Steel and glass plates
3/8 × 55 1/8 × 67 5/16 inches (1 × 140 × 171 cm)
Private Collection
Installation view: Outside Lee Ufan’s studio, Kamakura, Japan, 1982.
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Figure 4
Lee Ufan
Relatum (formerly Phenomena and Perception B), 1968/2013
Steel, glass, and stone
Dimensions variable
Private Collection, Dallas
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Figure 5
Lee Ufan
Relatum — Rest, 2015
Glass and stone
Dimensions variable
Installation view: Lisson Gallery, London
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Figure 6
Lee Ufan
Relatum — Four Sides of Messengers, 2014
Steel, glass, and stone
Dimensions variable
Installation view: Chateau de Versailles, France
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Figure 7
Lee Ufan
Relatum, 2019
Steel, glass, and stone
Dimensions variable
Installation view: Lee Ufan: Open Dimension, Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden,
Washington, D.C., September 27, 2019—October 18, 2020
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Figure 8
Lee Ufan
Relatum — Silence, 1979
Iron plate and stone
Iron plate: 110.2 × 82.7 × 0.4 inches (280 × 210 × 1 cm)
Stone: 27.5 × 23.6 × 23.6 inches (70 × 60 × 60 cm)
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Figure 9
Lee Ufan
Relatum — Dialogue, 2009/2011
Steel and stones
Two plates, each: 78 3/4 × 9/16 × 157 1/2 inches (200 × 1.5 × 400 cm)
Two stones, each: Approximately 27 9/16 inches high (70 cm)
Installation view: Marking Infinity, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, June 24—
September 28, 2011
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Figure 10
Lee Ufan
Relatum — Silence, 2019
Iron plate and stone
Iron plate: 110.2 × 82.7 × 0.4 inches (280 × 210 × 1 cm)
Stone: 27.5 × 23.6 × 23.6 inches (70 × 60 × 60 cm)
Installation view: Lee Ufan: Open Dimension, Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden,
Washington, D.C., September 27, 2019—October 18, 2020
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Figure 11
Lee Ufan
From Line, 1974
Oil on canvas
71 1/2 × 89 3/8 inches (181.6 × 227 cm)
The Museum of Modern Art, New York
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Figure 12
Lee Ufan
From Point, 1976
Glue and stone pigment on canvas
89 3/8 × 71 5/8 inches (227 × 182 cm)
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Figure 13
Lee Ufan
From Line, 1978
Glue and stone pigment on canvas
71 5/8 × 89 3/8 inches (182 × 227 cm)
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Figure 14
Lee Ufan
From Point, 1978
Glue and stone pigment on canvas
71 5/8 × 89 3/8 inches (182 × 227 cm)
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Figure 15
Lee Ufan
From Point, 1978
Glue and stone pigment on canvas
51 3/16 × 63 3/4 inches (130 × 162 cm)
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Figure 16
Lee Ufan
From Winds, 1982
Oil paint and glue on canvas
63 3/4 × 51 3/16 inches (162 × 130 cm)
Tate, London
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Figure 17
Lee Ufan
With Winds, 1987
Oil and mineral pigment on canvas
89 × 70 1/16 inches (226 × 180 cm)
Kukje Gallery / Tina Kim Gallery
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Figure 18
Lee Ufan
Correspondence, 1993
Oil paint and glue on canvas
76 3/8 × 102 3/8 inches (194 × 260 cm)
Tate, London
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Figure 19
Lee Ufan
Dialogue, 2017
Acrylic on canvas
89 1/2 × 71 1/2 inches (227.3 × 181.6 cm)
Pace Gallery
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Figure 20
Lee Ufan
Dialogue, 2017-18
Acrylic on canvas
86 × 60 3/4 inches (218.4 × 291.5 cm)
Pace Gallery
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Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan
Checklist
Introductory Text
Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan unwraps two pivotal decades in Korean and
Japanese cultural development following World War II and the Korean War, a period epitomized
by turbulent diplomatic relations between Korea and Japan and unprecedented levels of
economic growth and national reconstruction. The exhibition explores the practices of artists
Seung-taek Lee, Lee Ufan, Ha Chong-Hyun, Kim Tschang-Yeul, and Nobuo Sekine who
experimented with avant-garde methods and unorthodox materials during the 1960s and 70s.
Utilizing materials such as rope, wood, cloth, and stone, these artists rejected Western
modes of representation epitomized by the gestural, heroic abstraction of artists like Jackson
Pollock and Willem de Kooning. By contrast, in Korea and Japan, artists were tasked with
keeping pace with contentious social, political, and economic transformations as their nations
transitioned from military dictatorship to emerging democracy, which greatly influenced the
materials and methods artists would employ. Producing art amid urban environments that were
largely destroyed from wartime yet also rapidly modernizing due to government-led efforts of
modernization, such artists highlighted the raw qualities of natural and industrial materials in
unaltered states in order to emphasize the world as it is. They restructured traditional notions of
media ranging from painting and sculpture to installation and performance, while shaping the
trajectory of Korean and Japanese contemporary art in the decades to come. This exhibition will
trace this dynamic period through four thematic sections: materiality, dematerialization,
monochrome painting, and engagement with the environment.
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Asia Society, Starr Gallery (2nd Floor)
Section I: Dematerialization in Sculpture and Installation
The artworks in this section are centered around Korean and Japanese postwar artists’
interest in upending traditional ideals of modernist sculpture by depicting unpretentious and
anachronistic subject matter in formless works—a concept Seung-taek Lee and Lee Ufan
referred to as “dematerialization.” Discernable especially in the realm of sculpture and
installation, such artists utilized materials including wood, stone, metal, rope, and glass to
produce sculptures and installations that regarded figuration and representation as secondary. To
these artists, the messages and concepts evoked by the arrangement of materials themselves were
of primary importance.

Seung-Taek Lee
Godret Stone, 1958
40 stones, 2 wooden bars, and cord
29.1 × 68.1 × 3.9 inches (74 × 173 × 10 cm)
Tate, London

Lee Ufan
Relatum — Rest, 2015
Glass, steel, and stone
Glass: 98 1/3 × 98 1/3 × 2/3 inches (250 × 250 × 2 cm)
Steel: 98 1/3 × 98 1/3 × 2/3 inches (250 × 250 × 2 cm)
Stone: 27 1/2 × 27 1/2 × 27 1/2 inches (70 × 70 × 70 cm)
Lisson Gallery, London

Nobuo Sekine
Phase of Nothingness — Cut Stone, 1971/2011
Stone and stainless steel
Four parts: 30 × 22 × 18 inches (76.2 × 55.9 × 45.7
cm); 22 × 14 × 12 inches (55.9 × 35.6 × 30.5 cm);
21 × 14 × 12 inches (53.3 × 35.6 × 30.5 cm); 29 ×
14 × 11 inches (73.4 × 35.6 × 27.9 cm)
Blum and Poe, Los Angeles
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Note: Japanese artist Nobuo Sekine (b. 1942) engages with concepts of temporality and
abstract space by exploring the tension between the moment of a viewer’s encounter with
reflective steel and glass plates and how it can profoundly alter one’s perception of the artwork.
He uses the physical properties of the materials to activate the surrounding environment and
engage with time, space, and a viewer’s personal experience as he or she moves in proximity to
the mirror to view themselves or further away from it to view reflections of surrounding objects.

Seung-Taek Lee
Wind, site-specific installation to be produced
on the occasion of the exhibition
Rope and cloth
Dimensions variable

Section II: Explorations of Materiality
Artists Seung-taek lee, Ha Chong-Hyun, Nobuo Sekine, and Lee Ufan stressed the
importance of the physical properties of natural and industrial materials in unaltered states to
comprise the focus of their works, particularly in painting and works on paper. Negating
traditional ideals of artistic representation and figuration, the artists relied on the inherent
qualities of materials including oil paint, hemp cloth, canvas, and metal to direct the form of the
works, and they employed meditative and repetitive processes to create compositions that evoked
a certain sense of slowness and calmness, resonant with traumatized and defeated postwar
audiences.
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Ha Chong-Hyun
Untitled 72-C, 1972
Barbed wire and cloth on panel
48 × 96.5 inches (122 × 244 cm)
Almine Rech, New York

Ha Chong-Hyun
Conjunction 07-19 (A), 2007
Oil on hemp cloth
76.4 × 102.4 inches (194 × 260 cm)
Almine Rech, New York

Ha Chong-Hyun
Conjunction 07-19 (B), 2007
Oil on hemp cloth
76.4 × 102.4 inches (194 × 260 cm)
Almine Rech, New York

Note: In Conjunction 07-19 (A) and (B), Ha Chong-Hyun employs the same methods and
materials he utilized throughout his early career in the 1960s, namely a loosely-woven, tancolored hemp fabric stretched over a frame as canvas upon which he makes a composition
through his “back pressure” painting technique. In this method, he applies and pushes paint
through the back of the woven hemp canvas and then exposes the paint to a flame to set the
pigment. Chong-Hyun relies on the material qualities of the paint and canvas, as well as external
forces of gravity, to determine the nature of the image.
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Ha Chong-Hyun
Conjunction 21-34, 2021
Oil on hemp
63 3/4 × 51 1/8 inches (161.93 × 129.86 cm)
Blum and Poe, Los Angeles

Ha Chong-Hyun
Conjunction 17-31, 2017
Oil on hemp
46 1/16 x 35 13/16 inches (117 x 91 cm)
Blum and Poe, Los Angeles

Section III: Engagement with the Environment in Performance
By the 1980s, Seung-taek Lee and Nobuo Sekine’s interests in the environment and
ecology entered the arena of performance. The artists were responding to the immense
industrialization and urban development projects launched by the Korean and Japanese
governments in an effort by each nation to rebuild during their respective postwar period. Lee
carried out his performances in various countries in East Asia including Korea, Japan, and China.
He directed viewers’ attention to ecological recovery, nature, and healing in the aftermath of
wartime destruction as well as the vast modernization changing the lived environment. All works
in this section of the exhibition are photographic documentation of artists’ performances.
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Seung-taek Lee
The Earth Touring Beijing, 1994 (Reprinted
in 1990s)
Installation / paint on c-print
36 1/3 × 44 3/4 inches (114 × 92.5 cm)
National Museum of Modern and
Contemporary Art, Seoul

Seung-taek Lee
Earth Play, 1991 (Reprinted in 1990s)
Performance / paint on c-print
46 7/16 × 44 1/8 inches (118 × 112 cm)
Gallery Hyundai, Seoul

Seung-taek Lee
An Artist Planting Moss, 1975 (Reprinted in 1990s)
Installation / paint on c-print
33 11/16 × 46 1/8 inches (85.5 × 117.2 cm)
Gallery Hyundai, Seoul

Note: This work documents a 1975 performance in the Green Campaign series, presented
on Bugak Mountain, Seoul. As part of Green Campaign Installation, Lee plays off of the
existing moss at the foot of the rock and creates artificial representations of it by mixing fertilizer
and moss with water. He pours the mixture down the rock to achieve a natural-looking effect,
conveying his hopes to see plants covering the barren mountains that were tunneled and carved
to create roads.
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Nobuo Sekine
Phase — Mother Earth, 1968
Earth and cement
Cylinder: 220 270 cm (diameter)
Hole: 220 270 cm (diameter)
Installation view: 1st Kobe Suma Rikyu Park
Contemporary Sculpture Exhibition, Kobe, Japan,
October 1—November 10, 1968
Photographer Osamu Murai

Nobuo Sekine
Phase — Mother Earth, 1968
Earth and cement
Cylinder: 220 270 cm (diameter)
Hole: 220 270 cm (diameter)
Production shot: 1st Kobe Suma Rikyu Park
Contemporary Sculpture Exhibition, Kobe,
Japan, October 1—November 10, 1968
Photographer unknown
Note: To produce Phase–Mother Earth, Sekine creates a cylindrical hole in the earth,
approximately seven feet wide and nine feet deep, accompanied by an adjacent cylindrical tower
of earth molded into the same dimensions to comment on the effects of extensive efforts of
Japanese industrialization on the surrounding environment and physical landscape. Through this
work, he illustrates how the earth can be sculpted, extracted, and redistributed at will, yet
humans disrupt layers of the earth that record history, time, and generation in doing so. The
cylinder of packed earth stands beside the void created in its absence—one cannot exist without
the other—and layers of sedimentation are revealed both above and below the ground, serving as
testaments to past, present, and future.
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Asia Society, Rockefeller Gallery (3rd Floor)
Section IV: Tansaekhwa Monochrome Painting
This section of the exhibition explores artists’ practices in monochrome painting or
“Tansaekhwa,” which emerged in Korea in the 1970s and made its way to Tokyo and Paris.
Tansaekhwa artists in both Korea and Japan abandoned traditional oil painting brushes in favor
of unconventional tools such as pencils, rollers, and ink brushes as a means to veer from colonial
modes of painting and communicate messages specific to the postwar period. Depicting
repetitive applications of monochromatic dots, lines, or various abstract forms set against stark
backgrounds, the artists used neutral hues such as white, cream, black, and brown framed in
compositions that explored the relationship between the physical world and artistic process.

Lee Ufan
From Line, 1974
Oil on canvas
71 1/2 × 89 3/8 inches (181.6 × 227 cm)
The Museum of Modern Art, New York

Lee Ufan
From Point, 1976
Glue and stone pigment on canvas
89 3/8 × 71 5/8 inches (227 × 182 cm)
Private Collection
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Lee Ufan
From Line, 1978
Glue and stone pigment on canvas
71 5/8 × 89 3/8 inches (182 × 227 cm)
Tate, London

Lee Ufan
Dialogue, 2017-18
Acrylic on canvas
86 × 114 3/4 inches (218.4 × 291.5 cm)
Pace Gallery, New York

Lee Ufan
Dialogue, 2017
Acrylic on canvas
89 1/2 × 71 1/2 inches (227.3 × 181.6 cm)
Pace Gallery, New York

Note: In Ufan’s recent series Dialogue (2016—present), we see the evolution of his
practice in Tansaekhwa painting from the 1970s and 80s to the present day. Here, he includes a
more diverse range of color including complementary hues of red and blue compared to his
monochromatic application of dots and lines From Point and From Line; however, he remains
true to his simplified aesthetic and explorations of the relationships between points and lines, as
well as themes of temporality and space through his inclusion of balanced geometric forms.
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Lee Ufan
Dialogue, 2018
Acrylic on canvas
63 3/4 × 51 3/16 inches (161.9 × 130 cm)
Pace Gallery, New York

Lee Ufan
Dialogue, 2016
Acrylic on canvas
89 3/8 × 71 5/8 inches (227 × 181.9 cm)
Pace Gallery, New York

Kim Tschang-Yeul
Waterdrops, 1997
Oil on canvas
71 1/2 × 90 1/2 × 1 1/4 inches (181.6 × 229.9
× 3.2 cm)
Almine Rech, New York

Kim Tschang-Yeul
Waterdrop, 1974
Oil on canvas
18 3/4 × 17 1/8 × 1 3/8 inches (47.5 × 43.5 ×
3.5 cm)
Almine Rech, New York
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Kim Tschang-Yeul
Waterdrops, 1996
Oil and acrylic on canvas
21 5/8 × 18 1/8 × 3/4 inches (55 × 46 × 2 cm)
Almine Rech, New York
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Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan
Venue Description
I. Location
Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan will be staged at the Asia Society at 725 Park
Avenue in Manhattan. Founded in 1956 by John D. Rockefeller 3rd, the Asia Society is a
nonprofit institution with major centers in New York, Los Angeles, Paris, Hong Kong, and
additional locations around the world. The museum’s mission is to promote greater knowledge of
the Asian continent in the United States through a range of cross-disciplinary activities including
arts exhibitions, educational programs, film viewings, panel discussions, and community
initiatives. The Asia Society’s mission aligns with the objectives of Anti-Art in Postwar Korea
and Japan as the exhibition seeks to educate American audiences on the development of
contemporary Korean and Japanese cultural identities in the 1960s and 70s. The exhibition
evinces the confluence of Korean and Japanese styles and techniques despite the nations’
differing, yet closely-related postwar histories as well as the significant role of East Asian
colonialism and politics in shaping key artists’ practices.
Moreover, the Asia Society frequently stages significant exhibitions that draw from major
Asian collections and movements, including the exhibition Rebel, Jester, Mystic, Poet:
Contemporary Persians—The Mohammed Afkhami Collection currently on view from September
10, 2021 to May 8, 2022. The show presents works by more than twenty artists, indicating the
sizable space of the various galleries and their suitability for a large, historical exhibition. From
February 5 to May 5, 2019, the Asia Society presented the exhibition In Focus: A Complete Map
of the World—The Eighteenth-Century Convergence of China and Europe, which urged visitors
to consider the interactions between China and Europe during the eighteenth century. The
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museum’s program has thus historically brought certain Asian or Western countries in
conversation with one another, which similarly aligns with my exhibition as I unify Korean and
Japanese postwar artistic practices.
II. Layout
The Asia Society in New York has two primary galleries on the second and third floors of
the museum that are ideal for Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan. The layouts of the two
exhibition spaces are especially appealing as the rooms are not simply vast, open, and empty
galleries, rather they have distinct walls that serve as dividers within the space between sets or
smaller groupings of works. The specific divisions in each gallery space also create a walkway
for viewers as they enter the space, leading them from one section of the gallery to the next,
helping to tell the story of the exhibition’s four core themes: materiality, dematerialization,
monochrome painting, and engagement with the environment.
Specifically, I propose the second-floor gallery be dedicated to the following three
themes of Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan: dematerialization, materiality, and engagement
with the environment. Upon entering the second-floor gallery, there is a large open space (the
largest section of the gallery), where the sculptural works and installations will be installed.
These works best exhibit artists’ experimentation with dematerialization, and they are impactful,
striking works that can best set the tone for the rest of the show. Their obvious representation of
natural and industrial materials including stone, rope, steel, and glass is also key to introducing
the show to viewers, as these materials are at the heart of each of the artist’s practices.
Secondly, artworks that speak to the show’s theme of materiality will be displayed
throughout the walkways and smaller sections of this main gallery, immediately following the
large sculptural works. These include a few artworks on canvas and hemp cloth, in addition to
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one hanging wall sculpture. There is sufficient wall space throughout the rest of the gallery,
therefore the works will not be crowded together, and there will be ample space for each, which
is crucial for the exhibition in order to maintain a sense of order, simplicity, and calmness that
the works themselves evoke.
Finally, artworks pertaining to the theme of artists’ engagement with the environment
through performance and installation will be presented in the small, partitioned-off sections of
the second-floor gallery. This grouping of works comprises three reproductions of photographs
taken of Seung-taek Lee and Nobuo Sekine during their performances in Korea and Japan, and as
they are targeted in scope, I would like to separate them slightly from the rest of the exhibition.
These smaller sections are not closed off entirely, but they are separated enough from the main
space to signal to viewers that the works share a more targeted common theme. Collectively, the
second-floor gallery will comprise the majority of the artworks in the exhibition and introduce
the exhibition’s themes and arguments to viewers in an impactful and informative way as Korean
and Japanese works are presented all together, creating a fluid conversation with one another.
The third-floor gallery of the Asia Society is roughly the same size as the second-floor
space, with slightly lower ceilings. The gallery is partitioned with the same walls, again creating
a sort of path to guide visitors through the exhibition, drawing attention first to certain works
before others. The third-floor gallery will house the works of the Tansaekhwa monochromatic
painting movement, another key theme of Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan. There are
nearly a dozen paintings on display in this part of the exhibition, so one theme is sufficient for
the space. The focus of this gallery on solely Tansaekhwa monochrome painting further
emphasizes the significance of the movement and its impactful role in the development of
Korean and Japanese contemporary painting.
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Finally, the second and third floor galleries are connected by a beautiful, winding glass
staircase where I propose Seung-taek Lee’s Wind installation will be hung. As discussed in the
essay, Lee produces these dematerialized sculptures composed of cloth and rope to be sitespecific and ephemeral, so Wind would fit ideally along the staircase to tie the exhibition
together. Moreover, as visitors walk up and down the staircases and move throughout the space,
strips of cloth may move, activating the installation.
Situated on Park Avenue in uptown Manhattan, the Asia Society is strategically
positioned nearby numerous art galleries including Hauser and Wirth, Gagosian, David Zwirner,
and Salon 94 to name a few. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Museum of Modern Art, and
the Guggenheim Museum are also in close proximity. Collectively, the prime location of the
Asia Society, the size and layout of the two gallery spaces, and the museum’s mission of
educating American audiences on topics related to East Asian artistic, social, cultural, and
political topics align very well with Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan. I aim to educate
unfamiliar audiences on the shared realities and artistic responses between Korean and Japanese
citizenry following significant historical events such as World War II and the Korean War,
making the museum a prime location for Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan to be staged.
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Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan
Marketing Plan
I. Target Audience and Methods of Engagement
Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan is an exhibition designed to be easily accessible and
comprehensible to a variety of audiences, primarily those who are interested in learning more about East
Asian art history and culture, as well as connections between art and politics, history, and international
relations, as the themes of the exhibition arise from the intersection of these very fields. The target
audience of the show includes students ranging anywhere from the high school to graduate level, as well
as members of the general public interested in visiting the Asia Society or members of the art world who
may be familiar with the Korean and Japanese contemporary artists exhibited.
Methods of engaging the target audience include two initiatives: (1) a general “e-blast” invitation
that publicizes the exhibition sent over email to a range of industry professionals and contacts of the
museum, and (2) a social media campaign to target the public. First, the e-blast invitation can be a simple
yet creative digital invitation that welcomes industry professionals to the show. The invitation can include
the exhibition’s location and address, dates of the show, and other key details, and it can be sent via email
to all key industry contacts of the Asia Society, as well as to museums, foundations, galleries, auction
houses, and other arts institutions throughout the country. Second, a social media campaign can be
organized as another effective strategy targeted at the broader public. The social media campaign can
include installation images of the exhibition as well as details of the show encouraging the public to
attend, and it can be distributed via social media channels including Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok to
attract audiences of various ages.
II. Executive Summary of Exhibition Selling Points
•

It will be the first time the Asia Society brings together Korean and Japanese artists into one
exhibition, as the museum has only ever focused on either Korean or Japanese artists separately, but
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not in a way that unifies them, which will create an unprecedented and interesting dialogue attracting
visitors to the show.
•

Kim Tschang-Yeul recently passed away in January 2021, so it is an ideal time to exhibit his works
alongside key contemporary Korean and Japanese artists as a sort of tribute to him in one of New
York’s most significant arts institutions.

•

Consumption of East Asian cultural forms is flourishing worldwide, and Korean art auction sales in
particular have achieved tremendously high growth rates in recent years, making the timing of the
show especially significant.

•

Frieze is set to launch its first Asian art fair in Seoul, Korea in September 2022, thus the artists and
works presented in the exhibition will come into increasing focus in the coming years.

Asia Society, New York - Starr Gallery (2nd Floor)*
Anti-Art in Postwar Korea and Japan
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*Staircase installation between 2nd and 3rd floor galleries:
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